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  About the Author


  INTRODUCTION


  How many young Americans grew up believing, and believe yet, the story about George Washington chopping down the cherry tree and other claptrap conjured up by Parson Weems? There is a good deal of historical “knowledge” out there based on things that never happened. There are many, many more things we all know that are based on real history but stretched and twisted and exaggerated and embroidered to the point they might as well be wrong.


  Debunking “history” is a noble calling, and hats off to those who take on the mantle. While setting misconceptions straight played a role in the making of this book—and I hope it will clear up a few things for a few people—it has another purpose.


  Besides all the history we think we know but don’t, there are all kinds of people and places and events in the Old West that were important in their time, and even had lasting ramifications, that are largely lost to history. The reasons are many; sometimes their disappearance is deliberate, sometimes they are simply victims of circumstance. Many historians, of course, know about these things, but they never get the exposure they deserve and so are not common knowledge. Our store of history is limited, and it takes a lot of telling and retelling to uproot the tale of a cherry tree and plant a genuine memory in its place.


  Each chapter in this book tells a story that deserves to be remembered—either because of its importance or its intrigue, or just because it’s interesting. From cowboys and Indians to explorers and electricity to warfare and gunfights to royalty and rogues, the stories here cover a frontier West your education may have missed.


  If there seems to be a disproportionate number of chapters dealing with Utah and Mormon history, there are reasons for it. For one thing, I am a Utah Mormon with a lifelong interest in the history of my state and people. Then there’s the undeniable fact that except, perhaps, for the hundreds of thousands who came west during the California gold rush, no other group of people affected the settlement and development of our wide-open spaces as much as the tens of thousands of Saints who populated broad swaths of the West. Then there’s the relative lack of knowledge about much that happened in frontier Utah. Back then, and for decades afterward, tenuous relations between the Mormons and the people of the United States meant few Americans cared much about what happened to the Saints. It also meant the Mormons, an already insular bunch made more so by repeated doses of persecution and paranoia, had little interest in publicizing what went on in their Zion and, in fact, were as likely to cover it up as talk about it.


  But a lot happened to the Mormons back then, and they made a lot of things happen. Some of those obscure stories are told in these pages.


  This is not scholarly or academic history. It is written for the ordinary reader. And while it is backed by considerable research in both primary and secondary sources, as well as background and commentary by scholars and academic historians, these pages are not weighted down with footnotes or citations or other references to source material. It is a book meant to be enjoyed, not studied; and while it is meant to be informative, it is not meant to be exhaustive.


  Also, since many of these events are relatively obscure, information about them in the historical record is sometimes scant, and what is written occasionally differs from account to account, even to the point of being contrary. So, what you’ll find in these pages is not always documented beyond contradiction. Then again, nothing we know about history is ever as clear cut and definitive and infallible as we like to believe.


  All that said, these stories are true. I think.


  Head ’Em Up and Move ’Em Out: Trail Driving


  1546–1865—North America


  Everyone knows the story. It is indelibly branded into American myth. It has become so iconic it defines, in many ways, our nation to the world. It has spawned mountains of books and movies and television shows and songs and poems. Reenacting the adventure permeated playgrounds for generations of young boys and filled the imaginations of authors and filmmakers who carried the adventure into outer space.


  It is the story of the cowboy—the horseback hero whose trail-driving adventures tested his mettle in myriad ways and proved his pluck in every crisis he encountered.


  Many of us know how he came to be: During the Civil War unattended cattle herds in Texas increased dramatically. And when the boys came home from the fighting, lacking any other means of support, they rounded up the semi-wild beasts and drove them north to the railheads whence they were shipped east to feed a nation hungry from years of wartime deprivation.


  Thus, the cowboy, and all he stands for, was invented. For a period of, say, twenty years, the cowboy rode his way into the hearts and souls of America. This new thing, this trail drive, and these cowboys who accompanied and controlled the herds affected our national consciousness like nothing had before and nothing has since.


  And that’s the way it happened. Sort of.


  But, in fact, by the time Texas cowboys hit the trail for Kansas and other points north, trail driving was already centuries old on the North American continent, and mounted men had long since been pushing cattle north. And east. And west.


  Christopher Columbus and other explorers brought the first cattle to the Caribbean islands of the New World as early as 1494, but it was not until 1519 that the first of the four-footed bovines set hooves on the mainland, when Gregorio de Villalobos offloaded a small herd of cattle near present-day Tampico, Mexico (then New Spain). Following a spat with monopolistic stock raisers on the islands, settlers on the mainland were finally allowed to keep and raise cattle after 1524 and vast herds soon grew, through both imported stock and breeding. Coronado and other adventurers took cattle herds along as they explored the country, but these cattle—along with other animals—were meant to feed the troops, so those were not trail drives in the traditional sense.


  But when the silver mines in Zacatecas, Mexico, attracted settlers in 1546, vaqueros drove herds of cattle there from the south and established ranches in the area to provide a steady supply of beef to the then-remote settlements. These drives, arguably, set the pattern for trail drives that would continue for centuries, culminating—but not ending—with the post–Civil War drives out of Texas. That, however, is far into the future.


  Throughout the sixteenth century ranchers in New Spain hired vaqueros to tend cattle on expansive ranches and drive vast herds to open new grazing land or to markets. Records show some ranches carried herds of more than one hundred thousand cattle and raised tens of thousands of calves each year. In addition to being a source of food, many cattle were slaughtered for their hides, but faraway markets in Europe were as yet hard to reach, so trading in hides did not flourish until later.


  At the end of that century, Juan de Oñate opened a settlement near where El Paso, Texas, is today, and the cattle he brought with him may have been the first in what is now the United States. It is certain that by 1598 his people had driven thousands of cattle north to a new settlement called San Gabriel, north of Santa Fe, in present-day New Mexico.


  Oñate’s original settlement on the Rio Grande near present-day Texas did not survive, but in 1659 Mission Nuestra Señora de la Guadalupe del Paso set up shop in the same area and opened the way for expansion into Texas. Expansion from there was relatively slow, with San Francisco de la Espada between the Trinity and Red Rivers established in 1689, San Francisco de los Tejas in 1690, and then several others in a broad swath across the south-central region of what would later become the state of Texas. Cattle were driven to and herds established at most Spanish missions in Texas, and the animals multiplied. There are reports of herds driven from central Texas southward to markets in Coahuila by 1770 and, with official sanction of an already prevalent practice coming in 1779, eastward to Louisiana.


  Cattle ranching started in Arizona when Father Eusebio Francisco Kino drove herds from his ranches in Mexico and established ranches near the Gila River, training his Indian converts in the vaquero arts. Over the years his ranching interests spread to a number of river valleys in what is now southern Arizona.


  During the same period, cattle ranching made its way to California, with herds driven hundreds of miles overland to reach San Diego in 1769. Missions—and their attendant cattle herds—marched their way northward to San Antonio, San Gabriel, San Luis Obispo, Monterey, San Francisco, and other places. Here, the vaqueros became Californios and developed their own modifications to cattle-handling and horse-training techniques, which later evolved into the buckaroo cowboy subculture that still exists.


  Fertile California was soon overrun with cattle, and the Spaniards and Indians could eat only so much beef. Dried meat—carne seca, char-qui, jerky—from California cattle supplied many a sailing ship at the ports of call up the coast, but it was the hide and tallow trade that herds from the coastal region and inland valleys supplied.


  The hide and tallow trade flourished on the sly during most of the years of Spanish rule, and thrived openly following Mexican independence in 1821. “California banknotes,” as the hides were called, paid for gunpowder, cloth, clothing, sugar, spices, tea, coffee, kitchen implements, tools, furniture, boots, shoes, jewelry, and all manner of consumer goods freighted in on ships that traveled the world. The largest ships might sail from California with more than fifty thousand hides aboard.


  Things changed when Americans started taking a serious interest in California. As the missions broke up and ranchos declined in the face of Yankee intrusion, and with the market for hides in the eastern states and Europe glutted, the hide and tallow trade dwindled.


  [image: Cowboys and trail drives neither originated nor disappeared in America during the post–Civil War era. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS]


  The land that would become the southwestern United States wasn’t the only place Spaniards established ranching and cattle herding—the same thing happened in the southeast, particularly Florida. Some believe remnants of cattle herds carried as a food source by Juan Ponce de León, who colonized Florida in 1521, and Don Diego de Maldonado, who came in 1540, established the presence of bovine ungulates on the peninsula.


  There is no doubt that ranching was well underway in Florida after 1565, when the city of Saint Augustine took root, as cattle were raised on ranches in the area. As in the southwest, Indians—Seminoles and Creeks, in this case—were often employed to tend the herds, which flourished there and on other ranches to the point that cattle were exported to Cuba by the end of the century.


  According to records, there were some twenty thousand head of cattle on more than thirty Florida ranches by 1700. When the British forced the Spanish out of the area in 1763, cattle raising continued, but this time it was the Seminole who owned, tended, and traded the herds. Creek Indians also kept cattle, as did English settlers who came to Florida. Spain regained control of Florida after the American Revolution but handed it over to the infant United States in 1819.


  It was still largely wilderness, with wild cattle wandering at will. Cowmen, or “cracker” cowboys, gathered herds from the swamps and scrub and lush plains to drive them hundreds of miles north to markets at Jacksonville, Savannah, and even Charleston. Later, in the 1830s, seaports on the Gulf Coast at Punta Rassa, Punta Gorda, and Tampa became the terminus for cattle drives, where the herds were loaded on ships for export, often to Cuba.


  Halfway across the continent, Texas cattle continued to multiply and as Americans migrated there, beginning in earnest in 1822, cattle raising occupied many of the settlers. The immigrants disliked Mexican control, declared independence and formed the Republic of Texas in 1836, and joined the United States in 1845. Through it all, cattle ranches grew and spread, forcing out Mexicans and Spaniards who had occupied the land for hundreds of years, as well as Indian tribes who had lived there for thousands of years.


  The cattle didn’t care. Then again, it is unlikely they cared when forced out of the country themselves. Louisiana seems to have been the first market for Texas cattle, and a trail east to New Orleans was traveled by herds from at least 1836 on. The Shawnee Trail—or Sedalia Trail, Kansas Trail, or Texas Road if you prefer—opened up in the 1840s, and significant numbers of cattle crossed the Red River and were driven north to markets in Sedalia, Westport, Independence, Kansas City, and St. Louis in Missouri, as well as towns in eastern Kansas. In 1853 farmers fearing that Texas fever would infect their own herds turned back thousands of Texas cattle, and use of the trail dwindled.


  Out in California an enterprising mountain man named Ewing Young assembled a herd of eight hundred cattle in 1837 and in July hit the trail for Oregon, where cattle were scarce. About four months later he reached the Willamette Valley with 630 head left in the herd. He sold about five hundred of the cattle for more than two and a half times his purchase price and used the rest to set himself up on an Oregon farm and ranch.


  Westbound cattle drives also originated in Texas, Missouri, Arkansas, and elsewhere. Emigrants on the California and Oregon trails sometimes drove herds of cattle as seed stock for their new homes on the frontier. Entrepreneurial cattlemen also drove herds west to sell to settlers. While few formal records exist, newspaper reports from communities along the way report herds of cattle passing through on the way to California or Oregon, adding up to several thousand animals over the course of a season.


  Herds originating in Texas blazed or followed trails across the southland, with the Gila River showing the way for many drovers. Once across the deserts and in the coastal regions of southern California, herds were moved north to Sacramento and San Francisco, where, in those days, you would find most of California’s population.


  The most traveled emigrant routes along the Platte River and over South Pass also saw herds moving west, as did other trails. One notable example is the Fancher party, traveling from Carroll County, Arkansas, to California. Their failure to arrive there constitutes one of the darkest days in American history.


  The leader of the group, Alexander Fancher, had been to California before. He and his older brother John journeyed there around 1850. John started ranching near Fresno—an expected occupation, as the Fancher family had been in the horse and cattle business in Arkansas for many years. Fancher’s brand was the first registered by the newly organized Tulare County in 1852.


  At some point Alexander returned to Arkansas, intending to move more of the Fancher family west to join John. By 1857 he was ready to go. Along with wagons to move household goods and supplies, he assembled a herd of cattle. The size of the herd is difficult to pin down. Fancher himself may have been responsible for two hundred to three hundred head, and combined with cattle owned by others in the party, the herd may have numbered close to a thousand. There are reports that the wagon train employed nine men as drovers to move the cattle, which would indicate a fairly large herd.


  The Fancher family’s route, along the Cherokee Trail out of Arkansas and through what are now northern Oklahoma, southern Kansas, eastern Colorado, and southern Wyoming, entered Utah Territory at an unfortunate time. Feuding with the federal officials over control of the government, the Mormons were on the brink of a shooting war with the US Army. More than two thousand soldiers were on the march against the Saints, who were, at once, rebellious, frightened, belligerent, paranoid, and hostile toward outsiders.


  Wending their way south through the Territory to link up with the Old Spanish Trial, the Fanchers stopped over at Mountain Meadows, a verdant spot hanging over the rim of the Great Basin in southwestern Utah; travelers often camped there to rest up and refit themselves and their animals before pushing on across the Mojave Desert.


  The Fancher train drove into Mountain Meadows but never drove out, murdered there by a contingent of Mormon militia who killed all but the youngest of them. The cattle, along with all the other wealth of the emigrants, ended up in the hands of Mormon settlers and Indians in the vicinity.


  The Civil War upset the cattle business. Texas herds, for a time, continued to supply Confederate troops and the general population of the South after being driven to Louisiana. But those supplies were interrupted by blockades. Next to Texas in number of cattle in the Confederacy came Florida. When the war cut off the Cuban market for Florida cattle, cowmen and cracker cowboys drove animals north to supply Confederate armies, and the supply was so important to the rebels that the government organized a “Cow Cavalry” to gather and move herds to feed the soldiers. Even the Yankee army fed on Florida beef, as Union troops occupied several forts on the peninsula.


  With war’s end and the South defeated, Confederate soldiers from Texas returned home to find vast numbers of mostly wild, free-roaming cattle just waiting for a dinner plate to occupy. They rounded up herds and pointed them north, and, as we have all been taught, invented the cowboy and the cattle drive—an important and ongoing chapter in the American story, but one which did not begin there.


  Alexander Mackenzie: Crossing the Continent


  1792–1793—North America


  Schoolchildren in the United States of America grow up celebrating Lewis and Clark and the Corps of Discovery and their epic journey across North America to the Pacific coast. Many never outgrow the notion, implied if not expressed, that the expedition sent out by President Thomas Jefferson was the first to accomplish such a noble and adventurous journey to such a far-flung destination.


  But by the time Lewis and Clark and their crew reached the shores of the Pacific, Spaniards had already established nineteen missions up the coast of what would eventually become the state of California, including Mission San Carlos Borromeo de Carmelo at Monterey by 1770.


  Perhaps the first traveler of Old World origins to reach the west coast of North America overland was the Spaniard Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca. A member of the hapless Narváez expedition, turned to flotsam and jetsam by a Tampa Bay hurricane in 1527, de Vaca was one of only four (out of a total of six hundred) members of the expedition to survive attempts to get back to Mexico.


  After floating along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico in makeshift boats from Tampa Bay to Galveston Island, Cabeza de Vaca set out overland through the American Southwest where, among other things, he recorded the first sighting of a buffalo by a European. Eventually stumbling onto the shores of the Gulf of California near the mouth of the Yaqui River in 1536, the refugees finally found refuge in the Spanish colony of Culiacán (established in 1531), after their eight-year journey.


  Cabeza de Vaca’s journey places Lewis and Clark second, at best. But Alexander Mackenzie bumps them to third with his cross-country passage to the Pacific Ocean more than a decade before the Corps of Discovery packed their bags.


  Mackenzie was born on Scotland’s Isle of Lewis in 1764 and sailed to America in 1774 to join his father, an officer in the King’s Royal Regiment of New York. During the Revolutionary War in 1776, the young Mackenzie was sent to live with relatives in Canada, where he later became an apprentice with the fur-trading firm of Finlay, Gregory & Company of Montreal, which was eventually merged into the North West Company. In 1787 McKenzie went off to Lake Athabasca, and he helped establish Fort Chipewyan in 1788.


  Locating the Northwest Passage across the continent was in the air in those days, and Mackenzie caught the fever to find a water route to the Pacific. Here’s how he described it in his journals, later published in two volumes as Voyages from Montreal:


  
    I was led, at an early period of life, by commercial views, to the country North-West of Lake Superior, in North America, and being endowed by Nature with an inquisitive mind and enterprising spirit; possessing also a constitution and frame of body equal to the most arduous undertakings, and being familiar with toilsome exertions in the prosecution of mercantile pursuits, I not only contemplated the practicability of penetrating across the continent of America, but was confident in the qualifications, as I was animated by the desire, to undertake the perilous enterprise.

  


  And so, on July 10, 1789, Mackenzie dipped a paddle into a river the natives called the Dehcho, but that he would come to call the Disappointment River, and that would later be named the Mackenzie River in honor of the present exploration. Mackenzie did reach the ocean—but it was the Arctic Ocean rather than his intended target, the Pacific Ocean at Cook Inlet, hence the disappointment.


  Apparently, Mackenzie was also disappointed with his lack of skill in navigation, cartography, astronomy, and other pursuits helpful to the serious explorer. But, for Mackenzie, disappointment did not lead to despair. After meeting a Hudson’s Bay Company surveyor in Saskatchewan during the summer of 1790, he learned what tools and training he should have and set out for London, where he spent six months (through the winter of 1791–1792) getting the necessary instruments and knowledge.


  “These objects being accomplished,” Mackenzie wrote, “I returned, to determine the practicability of a commercial communication through the continent of North America, between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.”


  On October 10, 1792, the explorer recorded:


  
    Having made every necessary preparation, I left Fort Chepewyan, to proceed up the Peace River, I had resolved to go as far as our most distant settlement, which would occupy the remaining part of the season, it being the route by which I proposed to attempt my next discovery, across the mountains from the source of that river; for

  


  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  
    
  


  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  
    
  


  

  [image: Alexander Mackenzie made his way across North America to the Pacific Ocean long before Lewis and Clark’s much more famous expedition. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS]


  

  
    
  


  

  

  
    
  


  

  
    
  


  

  

  
    
  


  

  
    

    

    

    
  


  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  The Birth of the Modern World: Electricity


  1891—Telluride, Colorado


  Of all the “things” that make our modern world work, you could make a pretty good argument that none of them is more ubiquitous or essential than electricity.


  Even a brief power outage makes the point. No light. No refrigerator. No freezer. No furnace. No air conditioner. No computer. No Internet. No television. No radio. No washing machine. And, for many, no clothes dryer or stove or water heater. And that’s just at home. Chances are, your workplace would shut down as well, leaving you with nothing to do but wait for the power to come back on and start the world turning once again.


  Electricity has become such an indispensable part of life that we seldom contemplate that it did not even exist in any useable form until late in the nineteenth century—barely a blip ago on the timeline of history.


  And few people remember, or even know, that we owe the electricity running through our lives to a man, a mine, and a mountain stream near Telluride, Colorado.


  The victory achieved in Telluride proved to be the final battle in the “War of Currents,” fought in the 1880s with the man who ran the world’s most prolific invention machine, Thomas Edison, on one side and Nikola Tesla and George Westinghouse on the other. Allied with Tesla and Westinghouse was the man on whose battlefield the war was won, Telluride businessman Lucien Lucius (L. L. for short) Nunn.


  When the harnessing of electricity was in its infancy, Edison fought for transmission of direct current. It worked well with the incandescent light bulb he invented, and producing light was electricity’s biggest benefit at the time. Direct current worked well with machines and motors and batteries, too. It was stable, economical, and reliable. Also figuring into Edison’s support was the fact that many of his patents and inventions were compatible with direct current, and should that transmission system be adopted on a large scale, the rewards would be tremendous.


  The big disadvantage of direct current lay in the fact that the power flowed only one way and was tied to a particular voltage, and a low one at that, which could not be changed easily. The result was that transmission distance was severely limited. If we lived in a direct current world, there would be hundreds, thousands, millions of generating stations scattered throughout our towns and cities, as direct current’s reach is barely beyond the bounds of your neighborhood.


  Tesla, on the other hand, worked out a way to generate and transmit electricity via an alternating current. Edison and Tesla were well acquainted, Tesla having worked for the famous inventor after arriving in America from Serbia. The two inventors parted company over disagreements about compensation. Tesla was something of a genius, every bit as inventive, if not more so, than Edison. But it seems he lacked the discipline and business sense of his former employer, and was even a bit eccentric.


  And it may be that Tesla would have lost the war in a rout had not George Westinghouse joined the fight. Westinghouse was an engineer and the inventor of the compressed-air braking system for trains. His studies in the infant field of electrical transmission led him to believe Edison’s low-voltage direct-current system was doomed by its inability to move electricity over long distances. He started tinkering around with alternating current, using transformers imported from Europe.


  Westinghouse wired up an experimental alternating-current power network in Massachusetts, using a hydroelectric generator to whip up power at five hundred volts, then boost it with a transformer to a much higher voltage for more efficient and powerful transmission, then run it through another transformer to down-convert it to one hundred volts, which would light up an Edison incandescent bulb.


  Westinghouse and his partners started building small, mostly experimental electrical lighting systems and by 1889 were operating in several towns. An integral part of Westinghouse’s plans were several patents purchased or licensed from Tesla, including an electric motor that operated on alternating current, which overcame one of direct current’s few remaining advantages. Alternating current’s superiority was becoming evident.


  Edison fought back. He fired off salvo after salvo to back his claim that alternating current was dangerous—a killer, in fact. Edison’s troops traveled from town to town using alternating current to electrocute cats and dogs and horses and cattle and sheep. And, in one instance that showed what a circus the whole thing was becoming, they zapped a rogue show elephant from Coney Island with alternating current. In a particularly brutal demonstration, Edison built an electric chair and used it to execute a criminal with alternating current in a New York state prison.


  Tesla counterattacked, arranging demonstrations during which he grasped live wires and allowed low-voltage alternating current to pass through his body with no ill effect.


  But it was L. L. Nunn who demonstrated once and for all that alternating current could work in the real world.


  Lucien Lucius Nunn was born in Ohio in 1853 and answered the call to “Go West” at age twenty-seven, after obtaining considerable education at universities in America and Germany. He and a partner hiked into the high-country mining town of Telluride in 1881 and went to work at a variety of jobs. According to some accounts, they were handy with carpentry tools and built a number of cabins—and Telluride’s first bathtub.


  Nunn dabbled in real estate, practiced law, operated a newspaper, and ran the only bank in the county. That bank, by the way, launched Butch Cassidy’s life of crime (outside of rustling livestock) when he and a pair of saddle pals robbed it of more than $20,000 on June 24, 1889.


  But it was the mining business that brought Nunn and alternating current together to create the future. Nunn collected and consolidated a number of mining and milling enterprises around Telluride, among them the Gold King Mine—which looked to be the downfall of the young entrepreneur. The mine’s location was so rugged and isolated—Telluride itself is 8,750 feet above sea level—as to be nearly inaccessible, some 3,000 feet higher and more than three miles from town. All the ore from the Gold King had to be hauled out muleback to be milled, which was altogether too inefficient and expensive. But obtaining power for a mill at the mine site proved a problem.


  [image: This generator and switchboard at the Ames Power Plant near Telluride, Colorado, led the way in large-scale electrical generation. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS]


  Steam power was out of the question, as the forests around Telluride were already ravished, offering no possibility of fuel for the necessary fires. Hauling in coal would be as inefficient as hauling out ore, as well as prohibitively expensive. Hydropower was the answer, and the South Fork of the San Miguel River had the water and the fall to create more than enough power to run the mill. The river, however, was nearly three miles away, two thousand feet lower in elevation than the mill site, and at the bottom of a gorge.


  Nunn’s search for a solution led him to investigate alternating current, and he convinced shareholders in the Gold King Mine to go all in for the new, even experimental, technology. That was no easy task. Several engineers reported the foolishness of the enterprise and predicted it would fail. There were gaps of knowledge about the kinds of equipment that would be required to make a high-voltage, alternating-current system work, and a good deal of uncertainty about how Mother Nature—in the form of ice, snow, cold, wind, water pressure, and lightning storms—would affect the scheme.


  Somehow, Nunn prevailed and went to work putting the pieces together. Tesla was, at the time, living and working in Colorado Springs, and although he never visited Telluride, the job of designing the system was his. Equipment, and the expertise to install it, came from Westinghouse in the form of the largest matching generator and motor available, along with a one-hundred-horsepower alternator and all manner of other gadgets, devices, and contraptions. The generator, housed in a wooden shack built beside the San Miguel River at a place called Ames, was connected to a six-foot water wheel in the river and wired to the motor at the mill, more than two and a half miles away. The two strands of copper wire reportedly set the enterprise back only about $700. The cost of wire to transmit direct current in the same situation was estimated to be nearly one hundred times as much.


  The water wheel started turning on June 19, 1891, generating electricity and pumping it up the power lines to the Gold King mill.


  That was the day, arguably, the modern world was born.


  While primitive by today’s standards, the system was complex, cobbled together from materials as disparate as paraffin, shellac, motor oil, mahogany, walnut, commutators, coils, transformers, fuses, alternators, switchboards, cables, copper, and so on. And the Ames Power Plant grew and expanded from there, soon providing power to mines throughout the region.


  But the system, while workable and reliable, required babysitting. Fifteen to twenty trained operators were on duty at all times, often in dangerous conditions. To avoid grounding and electrocution, reports say switchboard operators worked with one hand in their pocket. Without mechanical circuit breakers, circuits had to be broken manually, which resulted in an electric arc. Small arcs could be blown away with the breeze from a waving hat. Larger arcs, when disconnecting the generator, were said to snake and sizzle and stretch as far as eight feet and became something of an entertainment attraction for local folks, who often visited the plant out of curiosity. Other workers patrolled the power lines to prevent and repair problems. Still others walked the flumes that fed water to the wheel that worked the generator, plugging leaks.


  Nunn devised a system of keeping track of his workers, using pins stuck in a map to chart their locations. Soon, Nunn’s people were known as “pinheads.” The training and education necessary for a steady supply of pinheads proved of great interest to Nunn, and he set up programs to teach and train the bright young men he recruited to keep the power network running. The Telluride Institute, as the program became known, trained workers for other power plants Nunn established, including one in nearby Ilium and others in Utah, Idaho, Montana, Canada, and Mexico.


  It seems Nunn’s devotion to education overtook his interest in mining and electrical generation, and his partners relieved him of his management position. He continued experimenting with educational programs and eventually established Deep Springs Collegiate and Preparatory School, now Deep Springs College, on the isolated Swinging T Ranch in California near the Nevada border, and was integral in the school’s operations until his death in 1925.


  Although the power plant at Telluride proved the feasibility of commercially produced and distributed alternating current electricity and essentially won the “War of Currents,” there was still some mopping up to do.


  Niagara Falls had long been recognized as a tremendous source of power, but harnessing it was the subject of debate and competing proposals. Edison and his General Electric company proposed a direct current system, while Westinghouse proposed using Tesla’s polyphase alternating current. Nunn contributed his expertise and experience to the Westinghouse proposal. A commission headed by William Thomson—Lord Kelvin of Great Britain—and including luminaries of the day such as John Jacob Astor IV, J. P. Morgan, and Lord Walter Rothschild, studied the competing proposals and awarded the project to Westinghouse and alternating current. But it took the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago to finally convince the commission—and the public.


  The Columbian Exposition, celebrating the four-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s voyage to the New World, was the first electrified World’s Fair. General Electric offered to do the job for $1 million, with much of the money paying for the miles and miles of copper wire it would take to distribute direct current. Westinghouse offered to illuminate the “White City” for half as much, using alternating current. Westinghouse and Tesla got the job.


  Their alternating current lit up one hundred thousand incandescent lights when President Grover Cleveland flipped the switch on May 1, 1893. In the Hall of Electricity at the fair, Tesla and Westinghouse created a display showing how rotating magnets generated electricity and alternating current to perform work. Even the twelve working generators that supplied the power for the World’s Fair were on display in the Hall of Machinery. The Fair attracted twenty-seven million visitors. The brightly lit fairgrounds and electrical displays fascinated most of them, no doubt, and created an appreciation for the value of the emerging power source. The more technically inclined among them gained an understanding of alternating current and its superiority.


  Construction on the Niagara Falls Power Plant was completed in 1896, and on November 16 Westinghouse’s generators, operating with Tesla’s alternating current, sent power down the line to industrial plants at Buffalo, New York—a scheme that had already proved its worth at L. L. Nunn’s Ames Power Plant at Telluride, Colorado.
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